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PRELIMINARY AND SHORT REPORTS
MITOTIC DIVISION OF HUMAN DENDRITIC MELANOBLASTS*
HERMANN PINKUS, M.D.
The origin and nature of epidermal melanohiasts have been the object of renewed in-
terest since Willier (1) and his coworkers showed that in birds (chicken) promelanoblasts
]eave the neural crest at an early stage of embryonic development, migrate into tbe skin
and become the sole source of cutaneous pigmentation. Rawles (la) has made a similar
mechanism in mouse embryos very likely. Recently, Billingham and Medawar (2) adduced
evidence that the pigmented dendritic cells in guinea pig epidermis are the only melano-
blasts and that they are an independent race of cells which multiply independently of tbe
basal and prickle cells. They found that the dividing cells retract their processes and be-
come spherical which makes it difficult to observe nuclear details. Zimmermann and Corn-
bleet (3) studied the development of epidermal pigmentation in the Negro fetus. Tbey con-
cluded that from their first appearance epidermal melanoblasts do not resemble ordinary
epithelial cells. They did not see transitions between the two types of cells. However, Zim-
mermana (4) did not find evidence of multiplication of the dendritic cells, either mitotic or
otherwise. Masson (4a) states his belief that epidermal melanoblasts usually multiply by
amitosis, but that he has observed one unquestionable mitosis of a melanoblast in the
buccal mucosa.
In the pathology of pigmented nevi, mitoses are never found in benign lesions, even if
they grow actively. It is a good rule that mitoses in a cellular nevus in an adult mean malig-
nancy. It is only recently that Spitz (5) has called attention to the fact that mitoses in grow-
ing nevi in children do not necessarily have similar sinister significance.
The present communication offers factual and pictorial proof that the dendritic pig-
mented cells of adult human skin can multiply by mitosis under certain conditions. The
first of the two mitotic figures represented in the photomicrographs (fig. 1) was found on
routine examination of a common wart removed from the finger of a 42 years old Negress.
The lesion had been submitted for biopsy because of the very dark color and relatively
rapid growth. Histologically, it was a typical verruca vulgaris containing numerous mitoses
in the basal and suprabasal layers. There were fairly numerous dendritic pigmented cells
while the bulk of the epidermis contained little pigment. This is a common observation in
many skin lesions in Negroes when acanthosis is present. After the first mitosis had been
seen in a section stained with thionin, twenty three additional sections were scrutinized)
three of them stained with thionin, ten with hematoxylin and eosin, and ten with acid or-
cein and Ciemsa solution. Another certain mitosis was found (fig. 2), and two more were
observed which could not be identified with certainty. Without doing a cell count, it was my
impression that the number of mitoses in dendritic cells was in similar proportion to their
total number as the proportion of dividing and resting cells in the epidermis as a whole.
CONLUSION5
This observation is presented for the following reasons (6).
1. It proves that the dendritic pigmented cells of adult human epidermis cnn multiply
by mitotic division in conditions other than malignant melanomas or cellular pigmented
nevi.
2. The mitoses were found in a benign lesion characterized by rapid multiplication of
epidermal cells in an individual with dark pigmentation and correspondingly high propor-
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FIG. 1. Dendritic pigmented cells at both sides of a narrow papilla in a common wart in a
Negress. The cell at the left side of the papilla is in the metaphase of mitotic division. Two
photographs at different levels of focus arc shown. Section stained with thionin.
FIG. 2. Deudritic pigmented cell at the tip of a papilla undergoing mitotic division. Three
dendrites are discernible. Another pigmented cell is visible at the lower border of the pic-
ture. Section stained with hematoxylin and cosiu.
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tion of melanoblasts. It may be expected that close examination of similar lesions will show
that this observation is not exceptional.
3. The cells undergoing mitosis did not retract their dendrites. While the cell body was
more globular and larger than that of near-by other dendritic cells, both cells had several
well formed dendritcs which made thcir identification easy.
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6. Professor P. B. Medawar to whom a print of the first photomicrograph was sent wrote:
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